Guide Notes for Downton Moot Landscape Garden February 2009

Introduction

What we call “the Moot” is the Landscape Garden formerly attached to the “Moot House”.
It comprises some 3.39 hectares (eight and a third acres).

The Moot House was built about 1650 and extensively upgraded in the early 18"
century. The garden was created in about 1720 as a typical “romantic” garden full of
features. Where better to build such a delight than among the ruins of a Norman Castle.
The only written description of the 18™ century changes seems to be from the
commentator Bishop Pococke who in his travelling journal described the garden in 1754 as
“very prettily laid out and improved”. The Moot is registered as Ancient Monument
number 21905, and in the Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest
GD1032.

The house was badly damaged by fire on 1st November 1923 and faithfully restored by
its owner Elias Pitts Squarey. (See Appendix A for the report in the Salisbury Journal).

Following the death of William Henderson the Moot House estate was split up and the
Moot Garden itself was sold off in 1972 with the possibility of development in mind. The
new owner failed to keep vandals out and could not get permission to develop and it
became neglected and overgrown and vandalised. Eventually it was compulsorily
acquired by Salisbury District Council and transferred to the present owners, The
Downton Moot Preservation Trust Ltd, a company limited by guarantee and a registered
charity (See Appendix B for details) in 1988.

Country Life published an article with Photographs in 1909 which illustrates and explains
the Moot in its heyday. It was open to the public on special occasions and special trains
brought visitors from Salisbury or the south to Downton Station. In 1908 the 26 year old
Sybil Thorndike appeared in A Comedy of Errors in the open-air amphitheatre here (the
year she married Sir Lewis Casson the famous actor-manager who specialised in
Shakespeare and Shaw).

The garden was kept in immaculate order by William Henderson and his predecessors.
There were very fine trees, notably beech, elm, lime and yew, which had become very
large, many on the higher places. The hurricane in 1987 did serious damage on top of 20
years of neglect. In 1990 heavy rains followed by stronger winds from a different direction
did even more damage and fallen trees presented the new Trust with a formidable task.

Historically Downton Manor was extensive and valuable and there are royal grants in
favour of the Diocese and Bishops of Winchester from the 7" century onwards. Large
land holdings formed part of the church mediaeval commercial activities mainly based
on sheep and wool. The animals and wool were exported to Flemish and Italian markets
and were highly prized for the fineness of the wool. Constant movement of the flocks of
sheep would depend on the river crossing at Downton (the first crossing South of Salisbury
with its rival Bishop) and in lawless times control of the crossing would be vital for trade. St
Laurence’s church had been consecrated in 638 AD by St Birinus (the missionary to the
West Saxons and first Bishop of Sherborne).

We have to depend largely on national history to explain the history of the Castle. In 1135
Henry 1st died and civil war broke out between Stephen and Matilda, both grandchildren of
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William the Conqueror and rival claimants to the crown. The Barons were out of control,
and a lot of illegal castles were built by both sides. Downton Castle was built (or
improved) by Henry de Blois, a heavy-weight churchman who was the current bishop of
Winchester and also Stephen’s brother and another grandson of William the Conqueror.
(For Norman kings etc see Appendix C).

The main cast and wrought iron entrance gate and brick supporting pillars are 18M
century, as were the dwarf walls with wooden baluster railings. These were virtually
completely vandalised by 1988 but have been carefully restored copying the original
balusters some of which had been saved, and using the same chestnut and other details
of the original. A 90% grant from English Heritage was obtained for this work.

A short gravel path leads to a flight of steps up the bank of the outer bailey (walled
enclosure) which originally ran round through the present garden of Tannery House with
the mediaeval village houses and gardens built up to it. This is called the sunken lawn,
also the sundial lawn because of the sundial which was on the raised lump in the middle,
surrounded by eight clipped box bushes known as “the guardians of the dial”. Far left on
the bank is a white seat surrounded by topiary which follows an old feature known as the
“‘Giant’s chair”.

Straight ahead is a herbaceous border (against an 18" or 19" century wall), which was
rejuvenated with help and advice from the Wiltshire Gardens Trust when we took over.
The whole 8 acres plus is maintained by volunteers except for slopes and other areas
which need professional treatment and are done by contractors. We have quite a lot of
machinery for use by volunteers. The cost of petrol and maintenance for the machines and
of contractors’ work is approximately equal to regular amounts paid by supporters by
standing order plus giftaid reclaims. New developments and plantings and new
machinery have to come from valuable grants from the “Friends of Downton Moot”,
SWAG and other sources. Other details can be found on the internet, by searching for
Downton Moot etc. Maintenance and improvements were done on the basis of reports by
Land Use Consultants and a ten year development plan produced in 1992 on which
financial support from English Heritage was based. At the end of the ten year period the
support from English Heritage ceased. In 2007, owing to the great generosity of a family
with strong Moot connections, it was possible to commission a further report looking to the

future, and its recommendations have been adopted in many respects and partly
implemented.

If we turn left along the top of the outer bailey embankment we come to the point where it
joins the Inner Bailey embankment. The brick wall on the inside is part of the 18" C
landscaping. One can turn left along the top of the wall with the outer ditch on one's left
and the inner bailey below on the right, with the inner ditch beyond. The inner bailey
contains areas of low laurel planting, which it is difficult to visualise in use. (We have been

told that they were kept cut low so that they could have meals spread on them during
tourist events).

Go down the steps ahead and immediately on the right is the “Nuttery”, which used to be
coppiced hazel bushes. Then we come to a sudden view of the Lime Avenue. This is
quite an old feature and when we took over in 1988, the trees were very tall and out of
control or blown over. Most of the trees were replanted but the four on either side of the
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bridge were retained and pollarded. The original Lime trees were spaced with longer gaps
at the far end to give a false perspective and make the avenue appear longer.

The bridge half way along the Lime Avenue is dated 1815. There is no record or clue as
to what was there before, and there may well have been a succession of wood and other
bridges, or even a drawbridge.

The bridge takes us over the inner ditch. One can see how steep the banks are and how
well they have stood up. They are mostly cut straight into the chalk.

Over the bridge and the inner ditch is the main part of the old castle. It appears that
Bevis’s Mount on the right and the Temple Mount on the left are substantially higher
than they were before the 18" C landscaping but we have no solid evidence by how much.
There is documentary evidence (Appendix D) in the Winchester records that Bishop
Henry de Blois built several castles in 1138, including Downton. There is no trace
now of stone in the building in this area, which makes one think it may have been wood
only. This would fit in with the dates, because the castle would be “slighted” when Henry I
took over the kingdom in 1153. It was said that the fortifications of as many as 375 castles
were dismantled, and Downton would be no exception.

It seems to have been common practice to let new excavations settle for 20 years before
daring to put the weight of stone buildings on them and they could only have been settling
for 15 years when the fortifications were removed. On the other hand there is plenty of
stone nearby, on the island in the river and various other buildings, so perhaps some stone
came from the castle.

Once over the bridge there is a path up to the right to “Bevis’s mount”. (See Appendix E
for origins of Bevis). It appears to be chalk infilling and is very substantial and very
steep. It was obviously a viewpoint and one can see Clearbury (an iron-age hill-fort) and
the beginnings of Cranborne Chase as well as Downton and the Avon valley. Six yews on
Bevis mount blown down in 1987 have been replaced and there is an attractively designed
new hexagonal wrought iron seat.

From the bridge the Lime Avenue leads on to another feature, the Lookout. Some yew
stumps lead us to think that one walked up the slope to the Lookout and at the top looked
over a yew hedge. The pond below is suddenly revealed in the lower Western part of the
Castle, and the view over the river across the watermeadows has recently been restored
by removing trees which had blocked it..

The path on the left after the bridge leads up to the Temple Mount, on which there were
some very handsome beeches, several of which were blown down in 1987 and 1990, and
the rest turned out to be too dangerous to retain. On the top there was a wooden temple
with a figure of Mercury looking down on the amphitheatre and a splendid view westwards.
(see Appendix F —Picture of the Temple).

From the Lookout the path goes down to the fishpond. Suddenly on the left the
amphitheatre appears. There are 6 terraces about 1.5 metres high curved above a circular
“stage”, narrowing at the top to where the temple of Mercury should be. In the late 19"
century the owner and other local experts developed the theory that this must be a Saxon
Moot-Hill or Parliament. It is now accepted that this cannot be right (a Norman Castle
builder could not possibly have incorporated this feature in his defences). It must be an
18" Century garden feature. The garden has remarkable reminders of the work of Charles
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Bridgeman (birth date unknown — died 19" July 1738) such as Claremont and Rousham
Oxon. No evidence has emerged, but if the Moot was not his work, it seems to have a lot
of his influence, and he certainly did work in Wiltshire.

In 1988 the terraces were completely overgrown with Sycamore and other self-sown
saplings. They were cleared and the grass was re-seeded using straw and plastic matting
impregnated with seed to hold everything in place.

The pond is trilobate, or like a 3 leaf clover, a shape which is not common. It was lined
with clay like the best canal-age technology, but by 1988 it was filled up and like a swamp.
There is an inlet pipe from a spring in the south-east corner, but it only runs in winter and
resort has been had to pumping water from the river through an attractive fountain. A
satisfactory stock of fish has not been achieved. Flood water from the river and a pike
have discouraged us. Keeping down weed has been very difficult in spite of tremendous
hard work by volunteers..

Behind the pond is the back wall of a loggia, which is all that is left after vandalisation in
the 1960s. This was an Italian style loggia built in the 1890s (see photograph in
Appendix G) with pillars and a tile roof and a balustrade in front at the water's edge, which
replaced an earlier Gothic building. There was a pebble mosaic pavement in front of it with
a pattern of knuckle bones. The wall painting was designed and executed by the late Peter
and Shirley Waddington and gives an idea of what it looked like, and has made a big
difference.

Over the stream behind the wall is an island, with the main river behind. There was a
“bishop’s palace” —site unknown-, and other buildings from which King John wrote in 1204,
and more buildings under the recreation ground to the south. There is a lot of stone on the
island and in the river and in the village. There is evidence of repairs and similar activity in
the Winchester Diocese records into the 16" century, but by 1647 the buildings were
valued only as potential building materials.

It has been suggested that the Normans built defensive walls on three sides and left the
west to be defended by just the river. Even if that is correct, an awful lot of material must
have been removed from the western part of the Motte. Perhaps it was used to make up
Bevis's Mount and the Temple Mount with its terraces. It could have been used as a
general quarry to provide filling for irrigation and other works. There is plenty of room for a
continuation of the present remains of the outer bailey through the Tannery House garden
and a continuation of the embankments on the west of Bevis’s Mount anti-clockwise back
to the south side of the terraces.

You can return to the entrance to the right/south of the pond along a new yew avenue, and
then either keep to the right along the outer ditch back to the carpark, or straight ahead up

some wooden steps and along the wall of the outer bailey, or along the inner ditch to the
left to the bridge.

Returning to the left/north of the pond, you can start by exploring the path alongside the
water, which shows the three mediaeval mills and the island and the streams, river and
carriers, then you can go round the northeast end of Bevis’s Mount to the inner ditch and

the bridge, or you can turn up left to the sunken lawn and the flower border. And there are
variations.



MOOT GUIDE NOTES APPENDIX A

Copy* report in the Salisbury and Winchester Journal of Friday November 2" 1923
page 11.

“DISASTROUS FIRE AT DOWNTON

The Moot House gutted

COOK’S FATAL LEAP

The fine old country residence known as the Moot House, Downton, facing the famous Moot grounds, was
completely destroyed by a fire which broke out at about 6.30 yesterday morning. One of the servants was killed in a
desperate attempt to escape by leaping from an upper window, while a second, who occupied the same room and
adopted a similar expedient, lies in a critical condition in the Salisbury Infirmary.

The Moot House, a brick and stone building dating from 1754, was occupied by Mrs Carver, and belongs to her
brother, Mr Newell P. Squarey, of the firm of Messrs Rawlence and Squarey, land agents, of Salisbury, London and
Sherborne. The fire was discovered by Mrs Carver, who was awakened by the smell of smoke, and she aroused the
butler, Mr F Nicholas, who upon investigation discovered the drawing room was well alight. Mrs Carver and the
butler at once aroused the other occupants of the house — Mrs Carver’s widowed daughter (Mrs Steward), three
young children, and the domestic staff of four. They were compelled to make their escape in their night attire, and
all succeeded in doing so with the exception of the cook and kitchenmaid, who were occupying an upper apartment
on the south side of the building. Their exit was apparently cut off, and the gardener, Mr W. Dove, who did not live
upon the premises, but who had now arrived upon the scene, attracted by their shrieks of terror, tried to reach them
by means of a flight of stairs, but the flames had obtained such a grip of the building that he had to give up the
attempt. He called upon them to “hold on™ while he procured a ladder. The next moment, however, they leapt from
the window to the gravel walk, a distance of some 30 feet, where their prostrate forms lay inert. Both received
terrible injuries, and were quickly despatched to the Salisbury Infirmary. One of them, however, Mrs Wilson, the
cook, an Irishwoman, ?? years of age, who had only entered Mrs Carver’s service on the preceding Monday, died
on the way, and her body was taken to the City Mortuary. The other, Miss Gwendoline Burnham, a kitchenmaid,
of ?2, Rampart Road, Salisbury, now lies in the Infirmary suffering from severe injuries.

Meanwhile the Salisbury Fire Brigade had been summoned, and arrived on the scene shortly after six o’clock.
Water was pumped from the river, which is a quarter of a mile distant, but although the firemen made heroic efforts
the position was from the first hopeless. The flames, doubtless aided by the fact that the house contained a number
of panelled oak rooms, spread with almost incredible rapidity. The work of destruction was completed in about an
hour, and the fine house, with its valuable contents, including a quantity of priceless Oriental furniture, &c, not one
bit of which could be saved, was totally gutted, while all the personal belongings of the occupants, who had no time
to rescue anything, were also lost. All that could be done was to save the adjoining outbuildings.

No reliable figure can be given as to the damage, which runs into several thousands of pounds. The cause of the
outbreak is a mystery. Mrs Carver, Mrs Steward and the three children are at present residing with Miss Squarey in
Downton, and the other two maids, Miss Fulland and Miss Sharp, are at their respective homes in Downton and
Charlton.

While working at the fire one of the firemen, Mr D. Lothman, had the misfortune to cut his arm rather badly, and
it was necessary to have the wound stitched.

*Note. The microfiche copy in Salisbury Reference Library is 99% legible, but numbers such as 3, 6, 8 and 9 are
difficult to distinguish. Despite rechecking one has to say that they cannot be relied on.
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DETAILS OF ACQUISITION AND OWNERSHIP

A Compulsory Purchase Order was served on the owner on 3™ December 1985.
On 25" June 1987 the Compulsory Purchase Order was confirmed following a public enquiry.



